Medical ethics education
Raanan Gillon Imperial College and King's College, London University There has never been much doubt that medical ethics in Dunstan's sense of 'the obligations of a moral nature which govern the practice of medicine' (1) A fourth theme is that examination or some form of assessment is required in some but not all the courses. This is a contentious matter: examination or other forms of assessment in relation to medical ethics teaching are particularly likely to be rejected by medical teachers who have not had experience of ethics teaching and who assume (a) that it cannot be taught and (b) that if it can be taught it is largely a matter of discussion, debate and opinion and so not amenable to being examined. In their different ways the Pond Report and most of the contributors to the symposium argue that medical ethics can and should be examined or assessed and that in such assessment it is not 'the bottom line' -The Answer -to a medico-moral problem that is the target so much as the reasoning used to justify a candidate's medico-moral conclusions in the light of counterarguments. The papers suggest several different ways in which such assessment can be achieved.
The most important reason offered in support of assessment seems to be that lack of assessment or examination immediately signals to the students that the subject is not thought to be as important as those other components of the medical curriculum which are examined. Even if the students themselves believe medical ethics to be important there is an obvious and powerful temptation to concentrate on examinable subjects at the expense of work on those which are not. Although the Pond Report, like most of the contributors to the symposium, comes out in favour of examination or assessment this is likely to be a much debated recommendation (and it is interesting to note that the philosophical appendix in the Pond Report on balance opposes examinations on the grounds that these will make medical ethics 'just one more thing to learn up, and this might not be conducive to the kind of thought we would hope to encourage').
A new series: papers invited
Critical or philosophical medical ethics teaching is just beginning to take off in Britain and also in other countries in Europe and the Commonwealth. Much careful experiment and mutual learning will be needed to develop successful approaches. One source of important information in this area is the United States and much could be learned both from its successes and its failures in the very extensive experience of medical ethics teaching now available across the Atlantic. This journal will welcome short submissions for a new intermittent series on the teaching of medical ethics; the intention is to provide a national and international exchange of ideas about which ways of teaching medical ethics work well -and which do not.
